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Editorial

Look at the news pages in this issue, and you'll see a lot of space devoted to the
subject of shows. And why not? They offer new products, and the chance for
the general public to rub shoulders with designers and manufacturers.
Everyone agrees. Shows are a good thing. But they are also big money spinners,
and therein lies a problem.

The big, international shows are expensive for companies to attend, which
is okay if you are already successful, but if you are still on the way up, or
keeping your company small and targeted, then you face a dilemma. You can't
really afford to exhibit, but you can't really afford not to. Most companies in
that position end up busting their promotional budget to go to the show, in
search of international business, only to find that their domestic sales suffer
because they can no longer afford to support advertising —_

or dealer based events. Consequently, big, expensive Z§9
shows support the status quo, at the expense of é'—:\

emergent companies and hi-fi enthusiasts who don't live é?—':
close enough to attend them. %—,—:"

When they are organised by a magazine the l//':_:’__-—_—_’__:—-‘
%,:—’_

situation is even worse, adding an exhibitors advertising /:__—'.—:

budget into the equation, and creating a straight /,/ﬁ_’—’
business relationship between the magazine and the /f/i

exhibitors whose products are going to be submitted for e
review. | wonder who'll get the best rooms? Not the
biggest advertisers by any chance. And even greater
investment means greater potential leverage.

Given the almost universal dissatisfaction over .
the choice of the Hammersmith Novotel as the {/
venue for this autumn's Hi-Fi News show (try K
getting to that one by car!), isn't it about time the
industry took it upon itself to promote its own
show on a non-profit basis? Couldn't one of the trade
bodies, BADA or the FBA step in? And the first question
they should ask is whether the show should be in London
at all!

Roy Gregory



Some of the top names in quality Hi-Fi have been sounding off about
Chord Interconnecting Cables.
They are a highly effective and economical way to improve any sound system.
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Playing The System

Of all the subjects in hi-fi, there is
more rubbish written, more outlandish
claims made for, and more angst
expended on cables than any other
products. Rarely has something so
straight forward been so comprehen-
sively misunderstood and universally
mis-applied. And yet, done properly,
cables have an essential part to play in
maximising any system's performance.
If you actually stop and think it
through logically, then it's a fairly sim-
ple thing to cable a system properly.
Why do so many people get it so
badly wrong ?

We looked at the importance of
cables in Issue 1, and discovered that
in blind tests, listeners could easily
distinguish between different budget
cables, let alone cheap cables and
their more expensive brethren. Clearly
cables can make a significant differ-
ence to the performance of
your system, as long as you get it
right. | gave a brief introduction to
cable strategy in that article, but it
seems sensible to go into a bit more
detail here.

When it comes to buying hi-fi,
there's a natural tendency to concen-
trate on the boxes. Things like cables
end up a very poor second, if that.
Marginalised, they end up being treat-
ed as anything from irritatingly neces-
sary afterthoughts, through to after the
event cure-alls. All of which does your
system, and hence your musical enjoy-
ment, no good what so ever.

by Roy Gregory

The way in which cables are mar-
keted as accessories and "upgrades”
merely reinforces the notion that they
are a secondary issue, and encourages
their use as tone controls. Hair shirt
purists who wouldn't dream of allow-
ing "unnecessary" features to cloud
the purity of their vision, are quite
happy to tinker for hours with different
cables in search of a perfect match for
the dodgy top end on
their new CD player.
And don't get me
wrong. Cables can
have significant effects
on the tonal bal-
ance of a system.
Unfortunatly, this is
only their most
obvious influence.
Electrically they are
just as complex as any
other component in
the chain. Whilst the
ear is drawn to the
tonal changes, it often
misses the subtler

but musically
more significant
influence that
cables exert.

In fact, your
cable loom will
effect the load seen
by your cartridge, the load
seen by your power amp, the overall
phase characteristics and dynamic
range of the system and its immunity

to RF and mechanical interference. So
wide reaching are the implications
that we should actually treat the cable-
ing as the foundation
on which the system rests. Only by
doing so will we realise the full poten-
tial of the "all important”" electronics.
Neglect them ,and your cables will
blinker, confuse and generally
impede your musical pleasure by
hobbling your equipment. You have
been warned.
So how do we
avoid these problems ? By
establishing the impor-
tance of the cable loom in
the overall scheme of
things, and allowing it to
define its own character
rather than being defined
by the products around it.
Rather than choosing
cables as an
appendage to the
various electronic
boxes, we need to
consider the cable
loom both as a
whole, and as a
vital component with-
in the system. In other
words, you choose your
cables as a single entity, matched to
the other components, the same way
you match a source, amp and speak-
ers, rather than matching individual
wires to specific black boxes.
What's the big advantage ? Ina P>
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P> word, coherence. By wiring your

entire signal path with cables from a
single manufacturer, you ensure that
all your interconnects and speaker
cables share a common set of design
criteria. You can also bet on the fact
that they will have been designed
together and will thus form a comple-
mentary pairing. The result is a better
balanced and more musically coher-
ent sound, which in turn results in
greater presence, stability and rhyth-
mic integrity. In short, more music,
and more fun.

One of the great strengths of Naim
systems has always been their sense of
solidity and dynamic coherence. This
is down to a great many things, but
don't under estimate the importance
of the cables having been treated as a
given. By defining the interconnects
and speaker cables from the start,
their characteristics are compensated
for automatically in the design and lis-
tening process. That's why Naim sys-
tems can not only survive quite happil-
ly with distinctly low tech cables by
current standards, they are also
remarkably resistant to re-cabling with

6

more exotic alternatives. Interconnects
in particular tend to produce a sound
which is different rather than better,

and which destroys the coherence of
the system as a whole.

The same thing applies, to a lesser
extent, with the cables in your system.
If they all come from a single source,
then they will share a common charac-
ter and a coherent musical perspec-
tive. Start mixing and matching and
you'll end up with a whole host of
electrical and most importantly, phase
characteristics. The result will be to
apply a different "filter" at each junc-
tion in the system, fragmenting the
musical whole into a disjointed puzzle
in which the pieces are different thick-
nesses and the pictures on them are in
different scales. No wonder most hi-fi
bears less than a passing resemblance
to reality!

In order to maximise your system's
performance it is essential to create a
coherent cable strategy. Ideally, all criti-
cal line level interconnects should be
the same. Not just the same make, but
the same cable. Sure, if you use a cas-
sette deck to make tapes for the car

you don't need to hang two sets of
§500 Symphonic Bombast Music Hose
on it, just because you run that in the
rest of the system. But the phono stage,
line stage, CD player and power amp
should all be wired with it. And a
couple of sets of SB's basic String
Dipped In Vinegar certainly wouldn't
be a bad idea.

Likewise, carry the theme through
to the speakers. Music Hose as an
interconnect ? Then it's got to be
Symphonic Bombast Seismic Event
speaker cables ! And if you are bi or
even tri-wiring then make sure you use
exactly the same cable on each leg of
the cross-over.

There are exceptions, and they're
both to do with source components.
The most obvious is your tone-arm
cable. This cable actually forms part of
the load seen by your cartridge, and
hence both its impedence and capaci-
tance are critical. Only ever use a
cable specifically designed for the pur-
pose. Having said that, the world has
come a long way since vdH 502 ! Take
the example of an Orbe / SME 5 /
Clavis DC. You end up feeding the P>



} signal from four and a half grands

worth of record player down a §25
tone-arm lead. You CAN do better. The
combination of a decent termination
box for the tone-arm (Transparent
Audio Marketing, Graham, Mod Squad)
and a good after market lead
(Audioplan, Cardas, FM Acoustics to
name a few ) transforms the perfor-
mance of a turntable like this. The sig-
nal is so small and the cable so close
to the front of the system, that improve-
ments made here really pay off!

The other exception is the vexed
question of digital interconnects. You
know, the ones that run between a
transport and DAC. Not only do they
possess a defined transmission stan-
dard ( 75 ohm / AES-EBU ) but they
include Optical leads as well. Only
God in his infinite wisdom can fathom
the reasons that prevent digital design-
ers using the excellent BNC option, a
connection that would give every DAC
owner a zero cost upgrade in CD
sound quality. Whatever the connec-
tion, digital leads do have a profound
effect on sound quality. By all means
start with a lead from the same guys
who designed the rest of your cables,
but the performance parameters are so
different here that it's pretty much a
case of anything goes. Try as many
cables as you like, and make sure that
you investigate the transmission
options at the same time.

And while we're on the subject of
cable comparisons, beware of A/B test-
ing cables. Not only does it favour
cables which feature clarity and
dynamics at the top of their perfor-
mance criteria, often at the expense of
harmonic development and tonal bal-
ance, but it ignores the fact that the
sound of a cable actually changes over
time. I'm not referring to the fact that
they run in either. Whilst burning in
cables and components has finally
become an accepted part of assessing
hi-fi, it's far from the whole story. Even
the sound of a well run-in cable
changes over a period of days. The

most logical explanation for this is that
the cable is acting as an inefficent
capacitor and it takes some time for
the insulation / dielectric to become
fully charged. Right or wrong, the
effect is easilly audible.

Mechanical effects are also often
overlooked. Simply moving your cables
will effect their sound, presumably
because it disturbs the crystal structure
of the conductors. In the worst case,
moving a set of Purist Audio Design's
water damped cables causes a
complete loss of bass, which then
takes several undisturbed days to reap-
pear! All of which should show you the
folly of rapid judgements when it
comes to cabling ( as well as com-
pletely invalidating all those multiple
cable reviews!).

How do you choose cables then?
You allow your dealer to recommend a
cable brand which suits the equipment
you're using or choosing. Try it at
home for a few days. If it doesn't work
try a different set. If that doesn't work
then odds on there's something awry
with the choice of equipment.
Remember, whilst bad cables will ruin
a good system, good cables can't
repair a bad one. Don't start tinkering

with the cables in an effort to correct a
problem that is actually else where.
Doing so is simply turd polishing, and
two wrongs never did make a right.

The implications of this are
actually really good news. Follow the
rules and cabling your system has
never been so easy - and your system
will be sounding better than ever.

e Tollow your dealer's recommenda-
tion as to the most sensible brand of
cables to use with your equipment.
(They have more experience than you
and should have the right cables to
exploit the equipment they sell.)

e Include cables in your initial bud-
get, allowing a minimum of 10 - 15% of
the total to cover them.

o Use the same cables throughout
your primary chain.

e Don't rush to judgement. Let every-
thing bed in before you make

any decisions.

o And finally, just to really stir

things up, don't assume that bi-wiring
is better.

Compare a single cable (and some
decent jumpers) at twice the price, to
the two runs of cheaper cable needed
to bi-wire. You may be surprised. On
the subject of jumpers, many compa-
nies will fit short flying leads to speak-
er cables to replace the awful pieces of
gold plated tat that come as standard
with the majority of speakers. Prepare
to be shocked by the results !

And just when you thought it was
safe to go back into your dealer, I'll
look at the whole subject of signal con-
nectors and the mains next !




Home Truths

by James Michael Hughes

One positive trend among so much
doom and gloom in the classical
record industry is the steady flow of
enterprising and adventurous new
titles from budget labels like Naxos.
Among recent issues was Sir Arnold
Bax's Second symphony with David
Lloyd-Jones conducting the Royal
Scottish National orchestra - 8.554093.
What an incredible bargain! When |
started collecting nearly thirty years
ago, there was only one recording of
this work; on Lyrita, conducted by
Myer Fredman.

At full-price (a little over §2) it was
way beyond my financial reach.
Luckily, | was able to borrow this LP
from my local library. Lyrita's rich
sumptuous recording, superbly
engineered by Decca's Kenneth

Wilkinson, was mightily impressive.
From that day, Lyrita became the
most aspirational of record labels!
The music impressed too, though to
be honest | can't say the work (or any
Bax symphony) ever became a firm
favourite. They're occasional

pieces, rather than something you
play constantly.

Written in the late 1920s, Bax 2 is a
fine work, well-crafted and expertly
scored; the music might not be as
memorable as (say) Walton's first
symphony, but it's well worth hearing.
By turns rugged and lyrical, it has
some trenchant moments - the entry of
the organ in the finale (6m 51s, track
3) is dramatic, given a hi-fi system with
deep bass capability. The music would
make a good film score - and not in

the pejorative sense. Bax was adept at
creating atmosphere, and the bleak
gaunt opening conjures up a mood of
horror and foreboding.

Everything has its price. Bax 2 at
§15 might be a luxury, but at §5 it's
definitely worth buying. Especially as
the Naxos recording is so good. The
sound is clean and focussed, with lean
brilliant brass, crisp percussion, and
firm deep bass. Unlike Brydon
Thompson's excessively resonant
Chandos recording, the sound is not
overly spacious, but nicely 'present’
without being too forward. Anyone
wanting an excellent performance of
this work in top-class modern sound
need look no further.

What's interesting is the way that
issues like Bax 2 on Naxos are
redefining the status of budget CD
labels. Ten years ago, Naxos was trying
to plug gaps in the basic repertoire,
offering (at the very least) serviceable
performance of the standard classics
in decent digital sound. Now, you're
more likely to find a symphony by
Alfven or Arnold on the Naxos new
release sheets, than one by Beethoven
or Brahms. At just §5 each, you can
afford to be adventurous..

Curiously, the major record
companies don't seem to have got the
message, and continue putting out CDs
at §16+, often by up and coming
artists. With a dearth of international
classical superstars, new issues are
becoming more and more repertoire
led - almost by default. Gone are the
days when you'd buy Karajan's or
Bernstein's latest disc simply D>
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“I've waited a long time for an audiophile pressing of Bert's Swinging Safari’

D because you collected everything they

recorded. Nowadays I'm guided by
repertoire and price.

Even full-price issues no longer
command top-dollar. With big outlets
like London's HMV shop having a more
or less permanent sale, even full-price
issues soon drop to something more
manageable. All you have to do is
wait... For those outside London, there
are quite a few mail-order companies
that offer excellent discounts on new
releases. Even Naxos is subject to
periodic 'five for §20" offers!

All this has ramifications for the
new super CD when it's finally
launched. If the discs sell for
significantly more than conventional
CD's, I wonder how many people will
want to buy them. Even if it's offered at
the same price as conventional CD, but
not discounted, it will be perhaps 20%
to 30% more expensive. Unless there's a
definite improvement in sound quality

over CD that's clearly audible, even on
a typical, average (non-audiophile) hi-fi
system, my guess is most punters will
balk at paying extra.

CD is plenty good enough for most
people. The audiophile community is
small, and by itself doesn't represent a
mass market. For space reasons, LP and
CD couldn't co-exist side by side; one
had to go. Record shops, even big
ones, simply don't have the space (let
alone the cash) to keep in-depth stocks
of music in two or three conflicting
formats. Once a format is sidelined, it
goes into a downward spiral in terms of
sales. It happened to the LP it
happened to pre-recorded tapes.

There's no doubt the rapid
acceptance of CD by consumers after
1985 was fuelled more by its user
convenience than its much-vaunted
'perfect’ sound quality. Contrary to
what's sometimes said, the vast
majority of people who switched from

LP to CD were not unhappy with vinyl.
It was CD's toughness and ease of use
that won most listeners over. CD makes
you lazy! Suddenly, playing LPs seemed
like a chore.

A super CD will doubtless offer
improved sonics, but it can't better
conventional CD in terms of durability
or ease of use. Therefore, its appeal will
be to the discerning listener - someone
who's currently unhappy with
conventional CD and wants something
better. But are there enough listeners
like that? Alas, for whatever reason,
mass-market interest in sound quality
seems to have nose-dived in recent
years. At least that's my impression.
Better sound is no longer the Holy Grail
it once was. For most people Good
Enough is Good Enough. Nevertheless,
| could be wrong; we certainly live in

e

interesting times!



Speaker’'s Corner

"There's no substitute for cubic
inches" is a favourite quote of mine,
attributed to automobile pioneer Mr
Chrysler, but one that seems just as
applicable to loudspeakers as it is to
car engines.

If you look at the whole history of
hi-fi evolution, going back over the last
fifty years, one of the most obvious
trends is slow but sure shrinkage of the
speakers to which we attach the label
'hi-fi'. Yet every time I've had the
chance to try a pair of 'vintage' style
speakers - invariably
large boxes with high
sensitivity - I've always
found the experience
more entertaining and
involving than small-
er, more conventional
speakers, and found
returning to the latter a lit-
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by Paul Messenger

The big changes happened during
the 1960s, first with the arrival of
stereo, then the introduction of transis-
tor amps, which promised more power
output (on paper anyway) for less
money than valve equivalents. Both of
these (plus a particularly active and
creative music scene at the time) led
to the blossoming of a mass market for
hi-fi separates, which now
appealed to a broad base
of consumers
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tight, a good miniature might well be
the best solution.

Indeed, there are several positive
advantages in reducing the size of a
loudspeaker and its drive units. But it's
my belief that our enthusiasm for the
compactness as well as the strengths of
these tiny speakers blinded (or rather
deafened) us to their limitations. The
steadily improving quality of

sources and amplification
over the years has only
served to these limitations
all the more obvious.
That doesn't mean |
believe that this short arti-
cle is going to turn back
an inexorable trend, in
which small loudspeakers
hold nearly all the aces.
Because they're small, they're
cheap to produce, to ship, and to

tle disappointing. buy. And because they're small, there's

o
0

There are good reasons why
our hi-fi speakers have been getting
smaller, over and beyond the obvious
appeal of minimising the bulk of a
potentially intrusive and none too
attractive object.

Turning the argument around,
there are several good reasons why
speakers used to be so big. Everything
was monophonic of course prior to
the late 1950s, so one speaker had to
produce as much sound as two do in
the stereo era. (I'm not getting side-
tracked into multi-channel configura-
tions here!) And during the valve era
amplifier power was strictly limited, to
just a handful of watts in the earlier
years. It was more important to have
the high sensitivity to make the most of
that limited amplifier power, than to go
for full bandwidth reproduction.
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rather than a

select band of enthusi-
asts. Now the hi-fi needed to look good
as well as sound good, and the easiest
and most obvious way to make the
speakers look better was to make

them smaller.

Britain led the way in miniature
speakers, with such notable examples
as the (original) Goodmans Maxim
and the BBC LS3/5A. These classics
deserve their fine reputations, and
have had a major influence on the way
loudspeakers have evolved over the
past thirty years.

Miniatures do have their place.
After all, the LS3/5A was originally
developed in order to provide accu-
rate near-field monitoring within the
confined dimensions of an
Outside Broadcast van. Where space is

much less enclosure to vibrate and
cause coloration. Furthermore, build-
ing a good quality large loudspeaker is
much harder than building a small
one, so there are far fewer of them
around, and a higher proportion of
failures too.

But anyone who takes their hi-fi
sound reproduction at all seriously,
owes it to themselves to check out
what a really big and high sensitivity
loudspeaker system (the two factors
nearly always go together) is capable
of delivering. There are trade-offs every
which way in loudspeaker design, and
smaller, average-sensitivity designs usu-
ally hold the advantage in terms of col-
oration and stereo image precision.
The best examples can deliver a wide
dynamic range across a broad band-
width too. >



>

But it's in the dynamics themselves,
and the dynamic tension that is the
very essence of the best
musical experiences, that typical mod-
ern compact loudspeakers invariably
seem to be found wanting. However
well the music is reproduced, it always
sounds 'reproduced’, and therefore
slightly detached or at one remove
from the original event. It's a little like
standing outside the concert hall, lis-
tening through an open widow, rather
than being inside the auditorium itself.

You'll get to hear the music and the
recorded acoustic all right, but there's
little likelihood of being shocked and
surprised at how real and lifelike a
voice or instrument sounds. When it
comes to making the hairs stand up on
the back of your neck, small, low sensi-
tivity speakers just don't seem to find
the right spot to tickle.

Establishing exactly which specific
element is responsible for this superior
dynamic performance is virtually
impossible. High sensitivity does seem
to be the core common factor, but that
can be a function of various ingredi-
ents. Magnetic flux, diaphragm area or
excursion, and loading techniques may
all play a part, singly or in combina-
tion. But even the simple fact that high
sensitivity speakers make the amplifier
work much less hard to achieve the
same loudness might well be an equal-

ly important factor. Since all these vari-
ables are interdependent, attempting to
pin down cause and effect accurately is
next to impossible.

Let's put some figures down
instead. The 'average' sensitivity across
the broad mass of mainstream hi-fi
loudspeakers is around 87dB/W (based
on a genuine IW power input, see side-
bar). The least sensitive (and smallest)
loudspeakers (such as the LS3/5A) reg-
ister around 83dB/W, while at the oppo-
site end of the scale, the highest sensi-
tivities I've measured have been around
103-105dB/W, for three full-range(ish)
horn-loaded designs.

20dB might not sound a whole lot,
but the decibel scale is logarithmic,
and in fact it's roughly the difference
between the loudness (at low and mid
frequencies) of a normally speaking
male voice and the sound made by a
15-piece orchestra!

Its effect on amplifier power
requirements is arguably even more
dramatic. Doubling amplifier power
gives a 3dB increase in sound pressure
level, so to get an extra 20dB out of a
loudspeaker requires a hundredfold
increase in amplifier power. Which
neatly explains why those who favour
ultra-simple, low power single-ended
valve amplifiers, tend to partner them
with high sensitivity horn loudspeakers.
(By the same token, those horn loud-
speakers were originally developed for
hi-fi use back in the days of low power
valve amps and mono operation.)

The changeover to stereo
(worth around 6dB just because an
extra speaker is helping out) and to
higher power transistor amplification
enabled speakers to get a lot smaller
(and cheaper) by sacrificing sensitivity,
while still maintaining the loudness
capability of a system.

But I don't use old-style valve amps.
My Naim NAP135s pack a very healthy
70W/8 Ohms (and a lot more into 4
Ohms). And in fact the NAC52 pre-amp
[ also use is rather noisier than I'd like
when using very high sensitivity speak-

ers like my own (very large) Rehdeko
RK175s (around 97dB midband sensi-
tivity). But that's a minor detail com-
pared to the extra buzz | get from bring-
ing in the Rehdekos after a week or
three reviewing smaller and more con-
ventional speakers.

[ can't put an exact figure on the
sensitivity needed to achieve genuine
'dynamic tension', but my experiments
point towards things starting to get
interesting at around 93-94dB sensitivity,
but tending to get better still as one
continues up the scale. As you get up
towards these very high sensitivities,
however, the speakers do tend to
become increasingly quirky and idio-
syncratic, so exploring the upper reach-
es is not for the fainthearted.

That said, to these ears the rewards
are well worth the effort. Once you've
lived with full size, high sensitivity
speakers for an extended period, going
back to the more mundane and con-
ventional is always accompanied by a

>

measure of disappointment.

SPEAKER SENSITIVITY

Sensitivity is a measure of how loud a sound a
loudspeaker will create for a specific amplifier
input power, nominally one watt. In practice this
is invariably a very approximate figure, for at
least two major reasons.

First, there's no such thing as a truly ‘flat'
loudspeaker: all show some variation in output
level across the range of frequencies we can
hear, especially when you put a pair of speakers
in a real room. Secondly, all loudspeakers show a
(usually much greater) impedance variation with
frequency, and the impedance determines how
much amplifier power is drawn.

In practice, speaker sensitivity is measured
by applying a signal of 2.83 Volts - the voltage
required to deliver 1 watt of power across an 8
ohm resistor load. Many of today's speakers are
actually much closer to 4 ohm loads, and there-
fore take 2 watts when 2.83V are applied, a sce-
nario which flatters their sensitivity rating by as
much as 6dB.
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High-End News

It's not often that you encounter
systems or equipment with genuine
‘state of the art’ ambitions. Indeed,
marketing men have reduced the
phrase to a laughable shadow of its
true meaning. So it was as surprising
as it was pleasant to encounter two
such systems in the space of a month.

In the first instance, importer
Sound Image had assembled a stellar
combination of products to allow
press and dealers to experience the
whole lot in an appropriate system
context. After all, how many people
have the system on hand to simply slot
a §20,000 power amp into? And more
importantly, how much of a 'system’
will result?

The core electronics were
provided by the Boulder 2000 series;
the 2000 dac, 2000 pre-amp and a
2000 power amp running in stereo,
and good for 600 watts per channel.
Speakers were the (almost
manageable) JM Labs Utopias, which
seemed almost dinky compared to
their big brothers, the Grands. Cabling
was provided by the hideously
expensive Tara Labs 'The One'
throughout. This sort of set-up clearly
demands a top notch source, and
Sound Image stepped outside their
own portfolio to provide some. CD
transport was the exotic air bearing
Forsell, whilst the piece de resistance
was provided by the record player; an
air bearing, air suspended, vacuum
disc clamping Rockport Sirius 11 LE
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11. Cartridge was a Lyra Parnassus and
the phono stage a Boulder Pro Phono.
Do the sums on this lot and you
really do arrive at an "if you have to
ask " figure. But two things made a
promising impression as soon as |

walked into the room. The first was

the coherence of the products in the
system(cables from a single company,
and likewise for the electronics), the
second was the extensive record
collection. And | wasn't disappointed.
As soon as we sat down to listen it was
clear that this was a system in the true
sense of the word. Despite the size
and power of the amp, it was capable
of surprising delicacy, whilst detail and
focus were as impressive as you'd
expect. But the really outstanding
quality was the ability to hold
everything perfectly stable in the big
musical moments. You never ended
up with the orchestra in your lap, or in
an undignified heap between the
speakers. And it managed to keep it
together without resorting to the

kind of iron grip that crushes the life
out of music while robbing it of

pace and timing. We left a lot later
than planned!

My second close encounter came
when Path Premier invited us to attend
the launch of not one, but two new
Mark Levinson Reference products,
the 30.6 update for the processor, and
the all new 32 pre-amp. This is
unprecedented. Levinson take the
term Reference very seriously indeed,
and before they apply it to a product,
they have to be confident that it
redefines their performance and
engineering expectations in its given
role. As a Reference, it has to be both
stable, and capable of use as a
platform for future product >



} development. As an example, the No

30 Dac was launched in 1992, but the
30.6 upgrades constitute only the
second major revision of the system
architecture. This gives some idea of
the consideration that went into the
original design, and this in a field that
is developing as quickly as digital
data processing!

The 30.6 upgrades are intended to
make the Reference Dac capable of
processing any future digital data
stream, in part by providing a reserve
of unused DSP capacity sufficient for
all foreseeable formats. This has
necessitated a completely new digital
section, which is retro-fitable to
existing 30.5s. A flash memory makes
future software upgrades swift and
simple to install.

Some idea of the almost obsessive
attention to detail that goes into a
product like this can be gleaned from
the hand trimmed nude Vishay
resistors used to trim the output
voltage from the converter chips.
These are individually cut and

view. The 32 is a two box design, but it
eschews convention by placing the
controls and their associated logic
circuits in the same box as the power
supply. Levinson have always believed
that the power supply is the
foundation on which any electronic
component rests, and this one is an
absolute work of art. Special care has
been taken to isolate the power
supplies from mains related problems,
and by locating the control circuitry in
the same box, the critical audio signal
paths are totally isolated from all
sources of extraneous noise. The
precision resistor networks that set
volume levels are another electronic
wonder. Mechanical integrity is
ensured by one piece aluminium
chassis milled from solid billet. The
circuit is fully balanced and dual
mono, and considerable effort has
gone into isolating the various inputs,
all of which are user configurable and
can be individually labelled. You also
get a comprehensive range of interface
ports to allow integration into

can set the channel balance of each
input in 0.1dB steps, and all the
adjustments can be made from the
remote control. And the mono
function on the pre-amp includes a left
minus right option which is a major
help in setting correct cartridge
azimuth. In this day and age the
provisional price of §2800 makes the
phono stage an absolute bargain,
albeit one with a close to 15K
membership fee. Do | want one? Is the
Pope small? Is Luxumbourg catholic?
Bloody stupid question really. | want it,
and | want it bad!

Sound quality of the complete
Reference system, with 31.5 transport
and 33 power amps playing through
Revel Studio speakers was
extremely engaging, even in the less
than wonderful environment of a
hotel room. | can't wait to hear these
at home.

But what these two systems really
represent is the fact that, for the well
healed music lover, there's far more
than one game in town. All these

accurate to 0.0006%! These guys are
serious. And so they should be. A
brand new 30.6 weighs in at $§16495,
whilst upgrading your 30.5 will set
you back §4895, including a new
face plate.

But [ have to admit, the product
that really lit my candle was the No 32
pre-amp. Ten years in gestation, there's
so much innovative thinking and
engineering in this unit that it's
difficult to know where to start. And
any sort of comprehensive discussion
will take pages, so I'll try a brief over

complete Levinson systems as well as
multi room applications.

The line stage costs §14500, but the
thing that | find really exciting is the
optional phono module. Physically
separate mu-metal capsules are slid
into the pre-amp chassis and firmly
anchored. Each one offers two
separate phono connections each of
which can be individually configured
for gain, resistive and capacitive
loading. But the real beauty of the set
up is that its integration into the overall
system architecture means that you

products enjoy excellent reputations
and sales in their home markets, and
yet, in the UK, they have tended to live
in the shade of other brands which,

locally at least, have achieved a higher
profile in the press. Equipment like this
clearly competes with those high
profile imports that have tended to
dominate the UK magazines. It is hard
to be anything but impressed by these
products, and they are already

earning the wider audience they so

b

obviously deserve.
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“For me, this is truly the ultimate desert island loudspeaker
Jack English, Stereophile, volume 19 no. 5.

‘I am comfortable in saying that, to this point,
these are the best speakers | have ever heard. | love them.
Jonathan Scull, Stereophile, volume 21 no. 4.
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Hi-Fi ‘99, Frankfurt

The middle of May is show time in
Frankfurt, and most of the UK’s heavy
hitters have gathered at the
Gravenbruch Kempinski, or its bar, at
least. Buried in the middle of
production for Issue 2, I can ill afford
the time, but Hi-Fi ‘99 is the premier
European show, and too important to
miss. It's also huge, spreading across
three hotels, which would turn a
conventional show report into a
sprawling mass which would stretch
across a couple of issues, and most of
it would be irrelevant anyway. instead,
I'll confine myself to the highlights
and trends.

Not exactly news, more of a
rumbling presence which dominates
the horizon, the format war between
DVD-A (24bit/192kHz) and SACD
(Sony’s bit stream equivalent to
24bit/200kHz) is finally reaching the
public domain, with both formats
being demonstrated. The problem is
that you never quite know what you
are listening too, in software terms,
with more than a little up sampling
muddying the waters. For what it,s
worth, the Sony demonstration (using
high end Sony amps and speakers)
sounded significantly better than the
various DVD-A demos, some of which
used serious exotica in an attempt to
get the best from the format.

Such demonstrations are fraught
with problems, and side by side
comparisons were of course
impossible, but the Sony set up
exhibited excellent depth, focus and
dynamic range, making CD’s played

by Roy Gregory

on the same set-up sound dull flat and
lifeless (no change there then!). Sony
were of course, bullish about the
performance and prospects for SACD,
and it looks increasingly as if the DVD-
A camp’s suggestion that the format
was merely a spoiling tactic and
attempt to raise the stakes within the
DVD-A working group, is being
exposed as nothing more than a fond
hope. Certainly, Sony seem prepared
to go the whole hog. I hope it doesn't
mean we get stuck with 24bit/96 kHz
(the DVD-V audio only spin-off) as
neither of the higher sampling rate
technologies can establish itself. The
DAD (DVD-V) route scores on the
grounds that it is piggy backed on to
an existing, accepted format